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tasks enjoys a long-standing tradition in this country.

Some

of the most important organizations such as the American
National Red Cross and'United Way are staffed almost exclusively
by volunteers.

John Gardner, former director of Common Cause

and head of the board of directors of Independent Sector, a
coalition of charitable and philanthropic organizations, has
said if volunteerisrn "were to disappear from our national life,
we would be less distinctively American.

Volunteer work enhances

our creativityoe.nurtures individual responsiblity, stirs life
at the grass roots and reminds us that we are born free"
(Thomas, 1980)0
A Profile of the Volunteer Sector
The exact size of the volunteer sector in the U. So

•
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difficult to determine because studies of volunteerism usually
cover only organized effortso

A 1981 Gallup survey found 29% of

the population engaged in some type of volunteer work during
the previous yearo

This figure projects to more than 40

million adults, and represents an increase over an earlier
(1974) pollo

A 1974 Gallup study reported a 24% participation

rate, or 37 million adults (Public Opinion, 1982).

The

American Association of Fund-Raising Council, a private
philanthropy research group, estimates that the total would
be as high as 68 million people, if informal efforts were
included in the polls (Thomas, 1980).
Despite the large numbers of individuals already partici
pating in volunteer organizations and programs, administration
officials are convinced that there remains a vast amount of
untapped potential volunteerism.

One study that would support

,

3

this view was conducted by the ~allup organization in 1979.
Seventy percent of a representative sample of the nation's
adults said they would be willing to participate in neighbor
hood betterment activities or assist in social service tasks
":/

(Thomas, 1980).

I

Efforts to significantly increase volunteer

participation by drawing on this ''volunteer gap" have so far
been only moderately successful, and volunteerism has failed
to compensate for budget cuts (Schellhardt, 1982; U. S. News
and World Report, 1982).
It should be clear, then, that new approaches are needed
to encourage volunteerism, if the private sector can be counted
on to effectively replace reduced or disbanded public programs.
These approaches will require a thorough understanding of the
individuals who volunteer and their motivations for undertaking
unpaid service in volunteer organizations.
To date, most studies have focussed on the demographic
characteristics or economic circumstances of those who
volunteer.

A

1981 Roper survey looked at volunteerism as a

function of education, income, and occupation.

Individuals

were asked if they regularly did any type of volunteer work.
Forty-four percent of college graduates responded positively,
compared to 30 % of individuals with some college, 21 % of
high school graduates, and only 12 % of those with less education
than a high school diploma.
results:

Income level yielded similar

39 % of individuals with family incomes over $30,000

said they regularly did volunteer work, compared with 28 % in
•

the $29,999-$20,000 range, 24 % in the $19,999-$10,000 income
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range, and only 14 % of those with family incomes below $10,000o
Among business and professional occupations, 37% reported doing
regular volunteer work compared with 27% of white collar workers
and 20 % of manual laborers.
Religious beliefs may lead many to volunteer.

A study

by Connecticut Mutual Life Insurance Company in 1980 revealed
a highly positive correlation between religious commitment
and the frequency of volunteer work.
Mueller (1982) attempted to construct an economic model
of volunteer work participation using 1965 Productive Americans
and 1974 ACTION national probability sample surveyso

Mueller

noted income and education effects in that study, and the
analysis made it possible to elaborate on the effects of
these variables.
in the modelo

A number of additional effects were noted

First, the presence of children in a household

negatively affects the volunteer rate of women.

Second, those

who own their homes are more likely to participate in volunteer
worko

Third, the amount of market (paid) work adversely

affects the rate of volunteer work for women but not for meno
These and other demographic and economic studies yield
a profile of the average volunteer worker--educated, affluent,
and settled permanently in the community.

A commonly-held

stereotype of the volunteer as a middle-class housewife whose
husband earns enough for her not to want to seek paid em
ployment is at least partially confirmed by these studies.
Unfortunately for many volunteer organizations, recent in
creases in the labor force participation rate of married women
has c ut into this previously valuable source of volunteers.
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Increasing volunteerism amqng older Americans has been
advocated as a way to provide the human resources needed to
0
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do many social service tasks.

The logic of this thrust holds

that with improved health care and longer life spans, senior
adults past retirement age, who are increasing in numbers,
would seek out meaningful experiences and would therefore
provide much of the needed increase in volunteers.

The Mueller

(1982) study, however, indicated that the participation rate
in volunteer organizations declines sharply with age.
All of these studies give us some valuable insights into
what type of individuals volunteer, and to some extent, the
economic conditions conducive to volunteerism from studies of
this type.

These should help policy makers focus upon certain

sectors of the population in recruiting new volunteers, but
shed little light upon what motives lead one to volunteer for
specific activities.

It has also been shown that demographic

variables can be contradictory within some groups.

Mueller

(1982), for example, found that education level has several
effects, one of which is to change the preference of individuals
for the types of volunteer work they choose.

A measure of

total volunteer work broken down by variables such as education
therefore, tell only one part of the story.

A look at

individual motivation would be a significant step toward
filling in the rest of the picture of volunteerism.

An

increased need to recruit new volunteers and expand the ranks
of volunteer workers of all kinds necessitates improving our
understanding of volunteer motivation.
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The Motivation To Volunteer
One could speculate that the motivation to engage in
0

volunteer work is as varied as the individual personalities
involved.

This is undoubtedly so.

Nevertheless, a number of

recent social-psychological motivation theories could be used
to help shed light on this particular type of motivation.
Perhaps the most appropriate of these is Equity Theory (Adams,
1963).
Equity theory bases motivation on social comparisons.
The individual is seen as contributing inputs to his/her
social relationships.

These input--time, effort, talents,

abilities, loyalty, etc.--are the individual's investmentso
The individual also derives some outcomes from a given social
relationship, some of which are positive (i.e., money, sense
of accomplishment, esteem of others, status, etc.) and some
negative (physical and mental fatigue, stress frustration, etc.).
According to the equity model, individuals compare the
ratio of their outcomes and total inputs to the perceived
outcome-input ratio of another persono

Adams (1963) depicts

this comparison as follows:
Outcomes
Inputs (own)

-

Outcomes
Inputs (other's)

If an individual perceives these ratios to be unequal,
he will act to restore the balance.

A state of either under-

reward inequity or over-reward inequity can result.

In either

case, the theory argues that the individual will act to restore
the equity state, since individuals perfer equitable social
•

comparisons.
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An individual can attempt to restore equity by altering
his own inputs, seeking an alteration of his outcomes, attempt
ing to change the inputs or outcomes of the comparison other,
or cognitively distorting one of the four elements. If none
of these alternatives can be effectively utilized, the indi
vidual may choose another comparison other or simply leave
the situation.

The theory argues further that an individual

must do one of these since the inequity condition imposes
tension on the individual.

Adams (1963) showed that individuals

generally choose the equity-restoring alternative that is
easiest, or least costly, psychologically, to them.
Equity model predictions for under-reward state:
Outcomes
Inputs (own)

<

Outcomes
Inputs (other's)

They are reasonably straightforward.

Individuals will

generally reduce the level of their inputs by contributing
less time or effort to the organization or seek to increase
their rewards.

For example, the complaint "They're not

paying me enough to work that hard" has two obvious equity restoring solutions.

If inequity continues despite the

individual's attempts to restore equity, then the only alter
native is often to leave the organization or find equity
restoring rationalizations.
Over-reward inequity can be stated as follows:
Outcomes
Inputs (own)

>

Outcomes
Inputs (other's)

It should therefore lead to opposite behaviors.

Adams and

others have shown that individuals increase their inputs if
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they perceive that they are over-rewarded (Adams and Rosenbaum,
1962; Goodman and Friedman, 1969).

Staw, Notz, and Cook (1974)

found that perceived over-reward inequity can lead one to
actively lobby to increase the rewards of one's comparison
other.
In most organizational situations, however, behavior to
correct over-reward inequity is much more difficult to observeo
This is probably because cognitive distortion (e.g.,

"If they

are paying me this much, I must be worth it") is psychologically
less costly than other alternatives for the individual.
A significant contribution of the equity model lies

•

in

the realization that it is outcomes relative to inputs that
cause an individual to feel under- or over-compensated instead
of the absolute levels of the rewards themselves.

The model

also points out that the actions of individuals are based on
their perceptions of fair treatment, which may not be the same
as their actual treatmento
Although equity theory has most often been applied to
work relationships (Adams, 1963), our understanding of a
number of other social relationships has been enhanced by
its application.

Walster, Walster, and Berscheid (1978) cite

studies utilizing equity theory to explain relationships be
tween exploiters and victims, between philanthropists and
recipients, among business associates, and even between lovers.
The motivation to volunteer for human service and
community betterment tasks also can be explained using equity
theory conditions.

Over-reward inequity can be applied to

•
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the classic altruistic view of volunteerisrn, and under-reward
inequity can be used !o explain a more self-serving view of
volunteer motivation.

A

discussion of each of these conditions,

including variations, follows.
The Altruistic Motive
It is evident that for many individuals the motivation
to volunteer stems from the perception that they are overrewarded in comparison to others.

The tension of this in-

equitable condition leads them to either increase their inputs
(volunteer work) or decrease their own outcomes (donate to
charity).
The choice of one's "comparison other" seems critical
here.

Feeling over-rewarded to the extent that one is moved

to do volunteer work or make charitable donations suggests that
the individual has chosen for a comparison other those who
benefit from these efforts .

This requires, it seems, a view

•

of community responsibility or the common experience of man
kind that many individuals do not possess.
Given that the altruist, for whatever reason, selects
these comparison others, we might ask why he or she chooses
volunteer work or charity for restoring equity rather than
the more conve nient and less costly option of cognitive
distortion.

The answer probably lies in basic individual

differences in perceiving these relationships to others.

The

altruist apparently sees his / her relationship with less
fortunate individuals as more salient than others see theirs
and is therefore unwilling or unable to use convenient distortions such as "They really don't have it so bad,'' etc.

•
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Research evidence ( Davis and Jones, 1960) indicates that
individuals have a tendency to denigrate the less fortunate
(or in equity theory terms to cognitively reduce other's
inputs).

This usually takes the form of assuming that the

less fortunate are somehow responsible for their plight through
neglect or laziness.

The altruist, because of the salience

of the relationship between himself and these others, probably
rejects this attitude.

Denigration being out of the question,

the only alternatives remaining for eliminating over-reward
inequity are reducing one's own outcomes or increasing one's
own inputs.
Charitable giving simultaneously increases the outcomes
of the recipient while decreasing the outcomes of the giver.
Volunteering increases the volunteer inputs while increasing
the outcomes of the recipient~ - Both are therefore powerful
tools for achieving equity.

The choice between these two

hinges on the perceived relative efficacy of each in restoring
equitye
The relative amounts of time, money, and energy at one's
disposal, the way an individual views the value of his/her
skills relative to the needs of volunteer organizations, and
the perceptions of how the organization makes • use of donations
and volunteers, all influence the choice of means.
If the altruist chooses volunteer work, volunteering
could be expected to continue until the individual perceived
that the effort was no longer effective in restoring equity,
or until the recipient is perceived as having achieved equity
with "the volunteer (which is far less likely).

11

The Peer-Comparison Motive
Although true altruists are probably few in number,
other individuals may undertake volunteer work in order to
reduce over-reward inequity.

If an individual compares his

outcomes and inputs with his peers, or those in similar econo
mic and social circumstances, and finds them contributing
more of their money, time, or effort to service organizations
or community betterment, levels of guilt may result that are
sufficient to cause one to seek ways of restoring equity.
After ruling out cognitive distortions such as ''Their
contributions are not really so great" or ''He can better
afford the time / money" as a resolution to perceived over
reward inequity, an individual may select the alternative of
donating to charity or volunteering for projects.

Presumably,

the same trade-offs between money and effort hold for the
peer-comparison motivated as for the true altruist.

If

volunteering is the chosen response, we could expect these
individuals to continue to engage in volunteerism until
their perceived efforts were equal to those of their peers.
Self-Interest Motives
To suggest that all volunteering sterns from over-reward
inequity perceptions would be naive indeed.

Volunt~er programs

obviously feed a wide range of self-interests, including
community esteem, social needs, and the desire to acquire
new skills.
Self-interest motivation to engage in volunteer organizations may be explained in equity theory terms if we view the
•

•
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individual as attempting to correct under-reward inequity.
Perhaps a comparison other is seen as having more status, or
esteem in the community, a rieher social life, greater business
success, or acquiring valuable work skills.

If the individual

perceives volunteering as instrumental in achieving these
outcomes for himself, the motivation to volunteer will be
increased in proportion to his desire for them.

Segrist (1980)

found a widespread belief among bankers that membership in
community organizations was an important element necessary
for business successo
The existence of under-reward inequity perceptions is
a necessary but not a sufficient condition for self-interest
volunteering.

The potential volunteer must also perceive

some possible gain from the transformation of his inputs
(time and effort) into outcomes.

As long as the value

of the outcomes to the individual exceed his/her inputs,
then the self-interest volunteer could be expected to continue
in volunteer efforts.
The dynamics of charitable giving for the self-interested
philanthropist are similar.

The difference is that the

philanthropist trades one outcome (money) for another outcome
that is more highly valued (esteem, status, etc.).
Mixed Motives and Motivation Shifts
The three motive types described above represent ideal
types only.
complex .

Individual motive states are usually quite

The choice of comparison other often changes and

ma y eyen be a mentall y constructed ''composite.''

Individual
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preferences for various outcomes and perceived values of
inputs are also rarely fixed over time.

Because the theory

deals with these rather abstract concepts, it is difficult
to classify motives.

By looking at the main factors--comparison

with others, perceived inputs and perceived outcornes--it
should be possible to make inferences at a given time regarding
an individual's dominant motives for volunteering.
Although a dominant motive may guide actions overall,
temporary shifts or mixed motive states may be observed.
An individual who is primarily motivated by altruism may
select outlets that satisfy, to some degree, self-interests.
The self-interest volunteer may, on the other hand, have
some altruistic aspects in his own motive complex.

After

putting in long hours of hard work, the altruistic volunteer
may declare ''I've done enough, let others help now" (peer
comparison).

The peer-comparison or self-interest volunteer

may develop strong altruistic motives as he / she begins to
indentify with the volunteer organization or those being
served by it.
Application to Recruiting and Retaining Volunteers
Capturing and defining the dominant motive of a volunteer
or potential volunteer may therefore depend on sorting through
a complex and dynamic set of motives.

The attempt to do this

should be made, however, since recruiting efforts and appeals
for participation in voluntary organizations can be better
directed if the motive states of target groups can be estimated.
An altruistic appeal leveled at individuals who are seeking
•

'
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activities that staisfy their own self-interest will fall on
deaf ears.

Likewise, recruiting campaigns utilizing peer

comparisons may be resented by altruistso
Besides its applications for recruiting, the understanding
of motivation should also facilitate other goals of volunteer
organizations.

Maintaining the commitment of volunteer workers

is often one of the most difficult tasks of these organizations.
A thorough understanding of motivational dynamics could help
•

reduce the volunteer turnover problem by showing organizations
how to address the volunteer workers' needs.

Motivation

assessment could also help organizations draw distinctions
between volunteering and charitable donationo

Although

donating money and volunteering can sometimes be interchangeable
from the individual's standpoint of achieving equity, there
are usually important differences for the organization.
This is especially true in the case of some needed skill or
special talent that the organization would have difficulty
hiring. In those cases, organizations need to gain insights
into ways to increase the perceived benefits of volunteering
relative to donating money, whether i t is by building community
esteem for the volunteer, lending status to volunteer jobs,
or imbuing volunteer work with more sense of purpose.

This

obviously entails different approaches for differently
motivated target groupso
•

On a practical level, then, we need to know what motivates
people to volunteer for auxiliary hospital duty or to become
Boy Scout leaders.

Is the average volunteer fireman motivated

in the same ways as Meals-on-Wheels volunteers, or differently?
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A number of other related questions need to be addressed.

For instance, are volunteers within a particular organization
generally similarly motivated, or do all three types of
motivation coexist in most groups?

Does the existence of

differently-motivated individuals within a volunteer organiza
tion enhance its effectiveness or decrease it?

These and

other questions should be addressed by analyzing volunteer
motivation across a variety of volunteer organization types.
Steps Toward Analyzing Volunteer Motives
•

A logical first step toward understanding individual
motivation to volunteer is to determine how individuals
make equity comparisons.

If an individual readily identifies

with recipients of volunteer efforts and therefore compares
outcome/input ratios with them, then the likelihood that that
individual is motivated by altruism is strong.

If, on the

other hand, an individual does not relate personally to these
groups, then other motives are more likely to dominate.
A

measure of individual attitudes toward typical recipients

of volunteer efforts should yield an estimate of the strength
of the altruistic motive.

Questionnaire-type self-report

measures of the strength of one's feelings about these groups
and one's commitment to helping them would be one means of
measuring this.
Equity-based motive measures could be developed that as
sessed, by self-report, individual's perceptions of their inputs
and outcomes in relation to these groups and to comparison
peers.

The results of each could be analyzed in relation to

•
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the measure of altruism to yield a fairly complete self
assessment of one's equity state.
A third and last part of the measurement task should
address the individual's perceptions of the efficacy of
volunteering versus other ways of restoring equity.

One

series of questions could test the attractiveness of cognitive
distortions by asking the individual to agree or disagree with
statements that rationalize against volunteering.

Another

series could be designed to assess the individual's perceptions
about the value of his skills to an organization compared to
monetary valueso
The three parts--choice of comparison 1 perceived equity
state, and perceived efficacy of volunteering--when combined
would yield a fairly complete picture of basic motive structure.
The appropriate means of assessing these three elements is
far from clear, although questionnaire approaches seem to be
an obvious choice.
Conclusion
Although understanding the motivation to volunteer has
obvious implications for attracting and retaining volunteer
workers, studies have not focussed on the application of
motivation theory to this area.

This paper has presented

a theoretical framework that applies equity theory concepts
to volunteer motivation.

Future studies should attempt to

test this and other conceptual models of motivation in the
increasingly important volunteer sectoro

•
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